Introduction
The pro cess of self-evaluation is a very complex cognitive pro cess critically affected by immediate events and the individual's multiple appraisals of reality. This pro cess requires not only substantial knowledge about self and society but also a par tic u lar style of conceptual reasoning. As Swiss psychologist Jan Piaget showed many years ago, not every person reaches this level of in de pen dent and critical thinking. Many assumptions about the social world around us are emotional appraisals, likes and dislikes, or just simple repetitions of what other people have told us. The Soviet people had limited access to information about other countries to be able to compare them with the Soviet Union. What they saw, read, or listened to was heavily censored. In addition, the Soviet government always kept the number of its critics down. This obviously made studying public opinion in the Soviet Union very diffi cult.
However, it is possible to make some generalizations about how average citizens viewed the Soviet regime over its history. Ordinary people generally supported the regime, much like the Soviet elites did. This support was never universal but it was overwhelming on the level of people's public attitudes-those that they could express and discuss openly. On another level of opinions, rarely communicated publicly, there were critical views of the country and its po liti cal system. Most people could discuss these problems, yet not always, and only within the family or among closest friends. Oppositional po liti cal views could have T h e S o v i e t U n i o n resulted in unwanted consequences for the person conveying them. Next, apathy and indifference constituted a third level of opinions. Many people deliberately ignored ideological and po liti cal issues, did not discuss them with friends, and preferred to focus on ordinary things of their daily lives. Finally, some social groups, for example, party bureaucrats or diehard communists always maintained the supportive attitudes of the regime and had very limited opportunities to hear opposing views.
Some Methodological Hurdles
Any study of public opinion in the Soviet Union faced serious methodological hurdles. The fi rst problem is the emotionally loaded nature of self-perception. People view their country through the prism of emotional evaluations and often make judgments about life based on their own assessments of personal success or failure. An elite worker in a prominent factory could have seen the Soviet Union differently compared to an avant-garde artist who was in trouble with authorities. People who benefi ted from the Soviet system evaluated it positively. People who were harmed by bureaucracy, corruption, and authoritarianism detested the system. The fi rst group did not see the defi ciencies of Soviet socialism. The other group could not say anything positive about it.
Another problem was also evident: This was the relative lack of uncensored and reliable data about what people in the Soviet Union "really thought" about the society in which they lived (Kumar, 1995) . In fact, any empirical, survey-based information about the public's attitudes toward the Soviet system was scarce. How, for example, can one test a hypothesis that many Soviet people shared a common opinion that the Soviet Union was a "product" of worldwide Jewish conspiracy and that Stalin's repressions were a po liti cal payback for the "Jewish takeover" of Rus sia? This assumption is diffi cult to substantiate because of the absence of polls and surveys in the Soviet Union. There were no genuine so cio log i cal or public opinion studies conducted in the country until the 1960s. Until 1987, Soviet pollsters could not ask any questions about major po liti cal and social issues. All national and local surveys had to be approved by the offi cial censor. Only from 1987 until the dissolution of the Soviet Union were there many opinion polls that refl ected on the tendencies of the Soviet public opinion.
After 1989, when scholars gained access to some Soviet archives, new sources of information about public opinion emerged. However, the archive data were mostly relevant to single cases, and these cases were often tainted by the informers of the party and po liti cal police who
